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1.  Calvino’s Lightness in the shape of Perseus:   

Colum McCann’s Let the Great World Spin (Part One) 
 

Dear Students, 
 
We are gathered here today and every week at the same time same place until 
the end of term – to do no other than to ruminate and mull over one of the 
finest, sharpest and most passionate literary challenges of the twentieth 
century. 
 
Yes, believe it.  When Italo Calvino wrote his Six Memos for the New Millenium, 
lectures he was to deliver at Harvard University in the late 1980s, this intrepid, 
poetic novelist and critic had the vision and audacity to throw down the gauntlet 
to the writers of the twenty-first century who might matter.  From his extensive, 
breath-taking reading, he drew up six qualities that he believed vital and specific 
to literature.  And all of this as he himself struggled and laboured in his death-
throes. 
 
What then were those six qualities that were so vital to Calvino, as he was dying, 
and some of you were being conceived or born?   
 
What did he hold up as eternal when he faced his own vulnerability and 
discovered himself, in Dylan Thomas’s phrase in “Fern Hill”, no longer upon a 
time but “below a time”:  “As time held me, green and dying, / Though I sang in 
my chains, like the sea”?  
 
The six qualities that – when Death came knocking – Italo Calvino held up and 
sang as vital and eternal, and that we shall be examining again and again, until 
the cows come home – are the versatile and regal:  Lightness, Quickness, 
Exactitude, Visibility, Multiplicity and Consistency.  
 
Now as you are beginning to welcome these qualities and let them inhabit your 
mind, I must say here that there is a Shakespearean character who, better than 
all other Shakespearean characters (to my knowledge, and I did after all 
specialise in Shakespeare) encapsulates all six qualities.  Regal though these 
qualities might be, the character I have in mind is not a king but a duke, the 
“duke of dark corners”,  Measure for Measure’s Duke Vincentio, who acts with 



the swiftness of angels in dark times.  We shall come to him later, though.  Just 
bear him in mind for now. 
 
But what are we going to be doing with these six vital qualities?, you’ll be 
wondering.  We could of course have applied them to Shakespeare, and I would 
have loved that, but this is a contemporary fiction course, so contemporary 
fiction is our sustenance.  We shall – quite simply – be measuring novels of the 
twenty-first century against Italo Calvino’s Six Memos – which will be our core 
text and supreme measuring rod.  
 
First of all we shall examine Lightness, Quickness, Exactitude and Visibility in our 
close reading of extracts from recent novels.  Then, in a different approach, we 
shall go on to apply Multiplicity to the structure of a handful of recent European 
novels.   
 
But the last quality, Consistency, proves more problematic.  Calvino alas did not 
live to complete his last essay, though we know this was the title.  I therefore 
invite you – in an extended essay – to discuss what he might have meant by 
Consistency, relating it to contemporary fiction.  Alternatively, you are welcome 
to invent your own sixth quality and apply it to twenty-first century writers.  You 
can find a synthesis of this invitation and challenge in your hand-outs. 
 
Calvino then in the late 1980s clung to vitality as he struggled with death, made 
a pledge for eternity as he faced his own bodily end.  It is a suggestive 
counterpoint, and I shall begin these lectures in the same contrapuntal spirit.   
 
Let us therefore approach Calvino’s very first quality – Lightness – through the 
prism of Heaviness.  
 
We all know what it is to be heavy.  But let’s become very heavy.  In the short 
lifetime of the twenty-first century, in your own short lifetimes, what would you 
say was the heaviest event, at least for us in the west, the event that weighed 
the heaviest on our social and political mind-set and way of being?  The event 
that we’re still in the throes of, still reacting to?   
 
(Take time with this.  Go with anything but eventually elicit) 
 
September 11, 2001.  Jinx of a date.  Strange spell of circumstance that we 
inhabit still.  Heavy, heavy blow, which begs the shamanist touch, openings, 
ascension, Calvino’s Lightness. 



 
I’m going to start today’s lecture by looking at some of the broader issues of a 
heavy September 11 and how contemporary literature has met it.  Then I shall 
follow this up with an overview of the Medusa and Perseus myth, central to 
Calvino’s Lightness, and apply both the myth and the quality to Colum McCann’s 
ingenuous novel Let the Great World Spin.  The only novel, to my mind, that has 
truly met September 11.  Met it, and reformulated it, for the writer’s and the 
reader’s good.  
 
But let’s go back to September 11.  What, then, has contemporary literature 
been doing since those synchronised jihadist terrorist attacks on American 
centres of commerce and power? 
 
There have been many waves of novels in the years following September 11.  
The most prominent of these were commissioned by heavy-weight publishing 
houses wanting to sell novels like newspapers, or hot buns.  The famous names 
– Don DeLillo, John Updike, Jonathan Safran Foer, Ian McKewan – came up with 
what they could, but disappointed public expectations.  The novels produced to 
order – by better known and lesser known novelists alike – were competing with 
journalistic or non-fictional treatment of the events, and falling far short of their 
non-fictional counterparts.  In the tradition of the hyperrealism that has 
dominated the literary scene since the 1980s, these novels sought little more 
than to group fictional characters around the events – mainly privileged, self-
engrossed, shallow, middle-class whites.  Their stance on the events was far 
from edifying and their fictional or imaginative worlds even less so.   
 
A novelist is not a journalist:  describing what a bunch of characters were doing 
around this event was not enough.  That just brings it back to the spoilt 
generation living off speculative bubbles – or into some of the psychology 
behind Al Qaeda and its war-mongering – neither of which help us much. 
 
Some critics said they were writing about the events too soon, that to speak 
meaningfully of acts of violence and terrorism required more distance.  But this 
argument does not hold water when we think of the likes of Irène Nemirovsky, 
who in Suite Française captured the German invasion of France as it was 
happening to her, and described the flight of Parisians south with an 
overarching novelistic vision that has been compared to that of Tolstoy.  She 
herself was to be captured on that same flight, and sent to Auschwitz, where 
she died before completing her masterpiece.  We might cite others, such as 



Erich Maria Remarque, whose wounds were still drying when he wrote All Quiet 
on the Western Front. 
 
The missing ingredient, perhaps, for these authors is that quality of urgency.  
Almost 40 Anglo-American novelists have written about the event, but to my 
knowledge only one – Jacob Paul – was himself a survivor from the Twin Towers.  
Yet his novel Sarah/Sara chose not to describe the survivor’s passage to safety.  
Instead his novel is a portrait of a survivor’s daughter, who went on to 
encounter another form of terrorism in Palestine.  And so we rebound from one 
act of terrorism to another, and even the blessing of survival is rewritten into 
the strictures of other pains.  
 

Very few novelists inscribe the terrorist acts on the Twin Towers directly within 
their novel.  Hugh Nissensen tried, in Days of Awe, when he imagined what it 
might have been like to jump for the 102nd floor of the north tower.  This was 
empathetic, but did not take us beyond the context of terror.  Don DeLillo tried, 
in retrospective descriptions, by relating a lawyer’s fixation with the event in 
Falling Man, but he was only describing the Medusa effect, not carrying us 
beyond it.   
 
For I do believe that September 11 still exercises its Medusa effect, where fear 
of those events we all watched on screen prevents writers from dramatising 
them. 
 
What does she mean by the Medusa effect, some of you may be thinking.  
What’s 11 September got to do with la méduse, that nasty creature in the sea 
that stings you?  Who is Medusa, apart (perhaps) from the screaming red-haired 
vixen in the The Rescuers (Bernard et Bianca)? (Check to see if they know who 
Medusa is).  

Medusa, daughter of the goddess Earth and the god Ocean, was one of the most 
feared creatures in Greek mythology.  She was one of three sisters, the powerful 
winged daemons known as Gorgons.  All three sisters were winged with snakes 
for hair, but Medusa was the only mortal among them.  Her face was so terrible 
to behold that anyone who looked at her was turned immediately into stone.  
She terrified – literally petrified – the local kingdom, so King Polydektes sent 
Perseus to decapitate Medusa and fetch her head.   

Now Perseus was no ordinary mortal, for he was conceived when Zeus rained 
down as gold on the mortal Danae.  He would therefore be helped by the gods 
on his mission.  Athena, goddess of wisdom, provided him with a reflective 



shield; Hephaistos, god of metal wielding, gave him a curved sword; Hermes, 
god of agility, gave him winged boots and the god of the Underworld Hades 
equipped him with a helm of invisibility.   

Perseus was able to slay the Medusa by looking at her reflection from the 
mirrored shield Athena gave him.  Because he gazed on the reflection and not 
on the face, Perseus was not turned to stone.  Perseus fled with the monster’s 
head in a sack, and later gave Medusa’s head to Athena, who placed it on her 
shield.  The goddess used it as a kind of evil eye, keeping malevolence away. 

So when I talk about a Medusa effect, I talk about one of those many moments 
in history when societies become petrified by events that have happened to 
them.  In such moments, the reverberations are great, and the real interpreters 
slow to come.  Particularly when the interpreting contemporary writers had 
never known war, and live in a land that has never been invaded.  Particularly 
when the interpreters – those authors who had made a name for themselves 
with strong voices, narrative tricks and attitude – had never conceived of 
themselves up as moral, spiritual or even philosophical guides.   

I’m going to ask you now if any of you remember what you were doing when you 
heard about September 11?  You would have been about 11 years old, I 
suppose.  Do you remember what it felt like?  (Stay with this) 

I have to admit it was rather strange for me.  My husband had left for New York 
on 10 September 2001, and I was seven months pregnant with our first child.  
When he telephoned to tell me what was happening, being heavily pregnant I 
preferred not to look at the images just in case they unleashed an early birth, 
and preferred to wait until he could get home.  And of course he could only get 
home about ten days afterwards, as all the flights were blocked.  So I ended up 
being one of the very few people in the west who never looked at those images 
at the time.  When my profession in those days was that of a journalist. 

But let’s face it the shock everywhere was great.  The terrorists who engineered 
September 11 manipulated all the latest gadgets of western technology in their 
attack:  internet, computer programming, cell-phones, electronic flight 
schedules.  They launched their co-ordinated acts of terrorism within hours of 
each other, made victims of anyone associated with the high-powered 
capitalism of the World Trade Centre, made a mockery of the American power 
centres of New York and Washington, and did it with a style evocative of 
American films.  Because of American technology, dozens caught those images 
of terrorism on film.  The world watched as hundreds either perished or leapt to 



their death.  Millions were to read the last messages of those who were 
perishing, typing out their last and hasty words of love in an email.  Al Qaeda not 
only took the world by storm by hitting right at the heart of American society.  It 
also took the world by storm by committing those acts with America’s own 
technology, and even seemed to be operating behind the scenes afterwards, as 
the world at large perpetuated those scenes by spreading them across the globe 
with the same technology.   

The reverberations of the shock obviously remain with us, but they were even 
more present in 2007-8, when Colum McCann was writing Let the Great World 
Spin.  What had been the Twin Towers was still a building site, the wars of 
Afghanistan and Iraq were still raging, Bin Laden was still at large, Al Qaeda was 
still committing acts of terrorism elsewhere in the world, governments and war-
mongerers, governments and oil magnates were deep in cahoots, security 
systems and watchdog devices were tightening their knot more than ever.      

And, on the literary scene, as I suggested earlier, no-one had been able to 
capture the events in any meaningful way in fiction, despite the novel’s myriad, 
adaptable and flexible form.   
 
What we needed was a fiction that would engage with us as much as those 
images engaged with us on September 11. 
 

Now, stay with me and try to get your mind around the idea that the incredible 
accomplishment of Colum McCann – an Irish writer who had been living in New 
York for many years – was – like Perseus – to come at the Medusa, or 
September 11 from an oblique angle.  His stark originality – and touch of genius, 
I think, was to write another scene onto the site of the Twin Towers, onto the 
collective imagination of that site.  And he chose not just any scene, but a scene 
that really happened, though many had forgotten it – a scene of beauty and 
hope.  Right in the heart of the storm, he paints a rainbow. 
 
The rainbow – as he tells us in his afterword, and as we discover in the course of 
the novel, is the astonishing acrobatic feat of Philippe Petit.  In August 1974, as 
the Twin Towers were near completion, Philippe Petit threw a cable from one 
tower to the other, and proceeded to walk and dance across it in the late dawn.  
That act of great beauty that everyone had forgotten about, takes on quite 
another meaning in the wake of September 11.  The trajectory he was treading 
was one of lightness, hope, celebration.  He was, quite literally, on top of the 
world.  And those later planes that came careering into the towers, bringing 
them down, were merely parallels of what had begun as a stunning act of faith.  



This is brought home to us most vividly in the only photograph of the book (page 
237).  We that see the plane above Petit, flying in parallel to Petit, and conjure 
of course the lower planes, also in parallel of September 11.  This is another 
perspective, and a startling one.   
 

(Ask them their impressions of the photo) 
 

With a writer like McCann, this is clearly not some gimmick cooked up overnight.  
One of the characters evoked in the novel – Joshua Soderberg, who died in 
Vietnam – speaks for the author when he told his mother:  “It was easy enough 
to write a program that would collate the dead...but what he really wanted was 
to write a program that would make sense of the dying.  That was the deep 
future.” 
 
The title of this novel, too, hits just the right note.  It is taken from Alfred 
Tennyson’s Locksley Hall, and reads as follows: 
 
I that rather held it better men should perish one by one, 
Than that earth should stand and gaze like Joshua’s moon in Ajalon! 
 
Not in vain the distance beacons.  Forward, forward let us range, 
Let the great world spin for ever down the ringing grooves of change. 
 
Stand and gaze, like standing and gazing at the Medusa, transfixed and petrified 
by the Medusa.  Tennyson tells us we must range forward.  And with McCann 
the way forward is to go backward.  He goes back 27 years, and shows us a 
completely different image of the Twin Towers.  Like Perseus, he aims at the 
Medusa (Twin Towers, Sep 11) by looking at its reflected image, the one further 
back, that belonged to August 8 1974. 
 
This is not a stunt, or a clever trick.  Every page of Let the Great World Spin 
engages with human suffering, fear and grief.  The author explains in his note 
that if he quotes from Tennyson’s  Locksley Hall, it is also because that poem 
was influenced by a sixth century Arabic poem Mu’llaqat, that asks “Is there any 
hope that this desolation can bring me solace?”  Let the Great World Spin brings 
us solace by examining comparable fears and griefs, and by casting Philippe 
Petit’s act of faith and beauty as a way of combating fear, and bringing us 
redemption.  This indeed is one of literature’s functions.  As McCann himself 
says:  “Literature can remind us that not all life is already written down:  there 
are still so many voices to be told.” 
 



But before we look more closely at these roadmarks and dimensions, let’s take 
an innocent and close reading of the first chapter.  You’ve heard about Let the 
Great World Spin as another September 11 novel, and you pick it up in a shop.  
So how do the first pages unfold?  (pp 3 – 10  – open discussion) 
 
For me, this first chapter reads like a professional version of all the amateur film 
footage we saw of those filming September 11. 
 
It begins with watchers pausing at street corners, their necks craned, just like all 
those shots we saw of dazed New Yorkers trying to come to terms with the first 
plane crash into the towers.  It shows us small groups of different professions 
standing together watching, “reassured by the presence of one another”, yet 
still separate, because listed in separate sentences with no verb, the lack of 
syntax drawing attention to the fragmentation. 
 
This is very evocative of all those amateur shots, not least because the sound is 
out of kilt.  At first, “It was a silence that heard itself, awful and beautiful” as if 
the camera man had forgotten to turn the sound on, or perhaps didn’t have 
sound, as was the case of much footage.  Then “Around the watchers, the city 
still made its everyday noises” – the irrelevant sounds that the amateur film-
maker cannot master.  Then we come to the real sound, the local sound that 
was caught on some amateur films:  “Even when they cursed, it was done 
quietly, reverently.” 
 
But instead of then wobbling the film and zooming into some distant and 
incomplete shot of the fire coming out of the first tower, or swirling round and 
struggling to film the second plane crash in the second tower, McCann does 
something reassuringly professional:  he moves his camera outwards, to survey 
the larger scene.  “Not in vain the distance beacons,” went the Tennyson poem 
that went to make up the title of this book.  And McCann zooms out:  “From the 
State Island Ferry they glimpsed him.  From the meat-packing warehouses on 
the West Side...etc.”  We’re in the hands of a film-maker.  It’s all right.  Of course 
the opening never alluded directly to a plane crash, and only described a “man-
shape dark against the gray” – something very different.  But these are the Twin 
Towers, and we are post September 11 readers after all.  Who knows what 
strange act of terrorism he could commit?  And there are even hints of 
September 11 destruction inscribed inside the description, suspicious allusions 
in the light and wind, such as:  “an accident of shadowfall” or the strange 
behaviour of a “flying chocolate wrapper” that “touched against a fire hydrant.”  



Ever since Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, chocolate wrappers have ceased 
to be neutral... 
 
Then, from local to broader detail, the camera takes another tactic.  This time it 
will move from bottom to top:  from street to tower to sky.  At street level, the 
narrative takes on a colloquial form, as if imitating the voices of those bustling to 
work:  “Sure, there were some,” or “they were too jacked up” or “Another day, 
another dolor,” or “with a Wow or a Gee-Whiz or a Jesus H. Christ.”  At the 
mention of Christ, we move to the man high up and are told:  “The man above 
remained rigid, and yet his mystery was mobile.”  Rigid, as if petrified by the 
Medusa, yet mobile, like Perseus.  We are told “he stood beyond the railing” like 
someone about to cross a new frontier.  His heroism is sketched for us, and we 
can enter the heights of the book’s title of the “great world,” where things spin.  
A pigeon swoops, a bird shoots, a helicopter dips a curtsey and spins.  “Forward, 
forward” whispers Tennyson.   
 
This is not so much a constricting narrative – of stolen shots at corners, strained 
necks, fear – as a liberating one.  We are told:  “A charge entered the air all 
around the watchers” and those who had been separated by full stops are now 
linked by commas:  “they turned to one another and began to speculate, would 
he jump, would he fall, would he tiptoe along the ledge, did he work there...”  
Their proximity, traced by commas, is tangible:  “Perfect strangers touched one 
another on the elbows.”  They are becoming an audience, but what kind of an 
audience?   
 
A sceptical one, which imagines a plot:  “He was an Arab, a Jew, a Cypriot, an 
IRA man, that he was really just a publicity stunt.”  They think themselves 
accomplished readers, yet are incapable of recognising the meaning of the 
moment, for “they were perplexed by the cable at his feet.”  We of course want 
to know all about it, as they are perplexed by it, especially when the crowd 
develops into a “collision of curse and whisper”, a “babel” whose torrent and 
ripple zigzags down the road – a “domino line” gathering momentum as it falls.  
We don’t want to be part of those toppling dominoes, especially when we 
discover that none of the crowd wish to enable him, that they either want him 
to fall, or stop.  There’s a biblical ring to it, not only in the reference the Jew and  
Babel, but also in the jeering of the crowd before the figure, recalling Jesus 
before Pilate, especially as (like Pilate) some “wanted the man to save himself.” 
 
The two irrelevant prompts – “Do it, asshole” and “Don’t do it” – still act as a 
trigger, when “He folded over, a half-thing, bent, as if examining his shoes.”  It is 



a heroic moment, because of its humility.  The terms used to describe him turn 
to the nautical:  he has “the posture of a diver”, then “A body was sailing out,” 
“the body flipped”.  We’re not sure if he’s a diver or a sailor, and then he 
becomes a fisherman:  “holding a long thin bar in his hands, jiggling it, testing its 
weight, bobbing it up and down in the air.”  If he’s a diver it’s because he would 
have us dive back into time, if he’s a sailor it’s because he wants us to sail 
between two times, if he’s a fisherman what is he fishing?  The answer is almost 
immediate in coming:  “his gaze was fixed on the far tower, still wrapped in 
scaffolding, like a wounded thing”.   
 
In the same scenario that showed us New Yorkers gaping at the collapse of the 
Twin Towers at the beginning of their demise, McCann shows us the towers at 
the end of their genesis.  The “like a wounded thing” is not only the tower, it’s 
our vision of the tower.  That’s what he’s hooking, that’s what he’s hooked, like 
a fisherman wounding its prey.  Immediately we’re told “and now the cable at 
his feet made sense to everyone” – and we think more of that cable and realise 
the unnamed man, our hero, is fishing the trajectory of the plane crashing into 
the twin tower, by replacing that trajectory with the image of a cable that can 
be walked – in an act of innocence and beauty.  Our hero is revisiting our fear, 
conquering the Medusa, and he in turn transfixes his audience, as “there would 
be no chance they could pull away now.”  Performer and audience are one, 
conjured like one breather:  “The watchers below pulled in their breath all at 
once...Out he went.”   In...out – you can’t get much more urgent than that.   
 
Colum McCann begins, in brief, by cutting the Medusa’s head.  But there is 
much more to come.  As you read, relate your reading to Italo Calvino’s Memo 
on Lightness, as incarnated by Perseus in his slaying of the Medusa.  If I’ve 
focused on Philippe Petit, it is because I believe he operates as a kind of Perseus, 
and with his airbound lightness, his agility and wisdom, takes an oblique slash at 
the Medusa that was our September 11.   
 
At every step of your reading, think of Calvino’s quality of lightness, together 
with the tactics of Perseus in his slaying of the Medusa.  Think of Perseus’s 
talents, and his weapons of winged sandals, curved sword, reflecting shield, and 
invisible helm.  Think of the kind of hero that Philippe Petit is set up to be, and 
think of how you could also have inserted him in the narrative.  Think of aspects 
of Petit that are heroic, and how effective he is at rewriting our notions of the 
Twin Towers.   
 



Bring those weapons and those thoughts to next week’s lecture.  Live like 
Philippe Petit and like Perseus and tell me about it next week… 
 


